Chapter 1– Section 4
A Constitution

Narrator: The Constitution is the foundation of the U.S. Government. It establishes how the government is formed and how laws are passed. It also lays out the basic rights of American citizens. 

It’s the oldest Federal Constitution in existence. It was framed by a convention of delegates who met in Philadelphia in May 1787.

Originally they intended only to revise the Articles of Confederation, but with the states newly independent, it became clear by mid June that they needed a new and better defined government to keep them united. 

All through the summer of 1787, the delegates debated in closed sessions and drafted the Articles of a new Constitution.

The Virginia Plan, drafted chiefly by James Madison, became the official agenda for the Convention. It favored the interests of the larger states. It proposed: A Bicameral Legislature with representation based on state population, an Executive chosen by the Legislature, and a Judiciary with life terms of service.

The smaller states strongly opposed this plan. William Patterson of New Jersey offered an alternative proposal, the New Jersey Plan. It gave one vote per state in one legislative body.

To resolve the differences between the two plans, Roger Sherman of Connecticut brokered what became known as “the great compromise.” It proposed that the House of Representatives would represent the population, the Senate would represent the states and an elite group of electors would select a powerful president. In this spirit of compromise, the convention created the federal government that exists today. 

The Convention adopted the Constitution in its original form on September 17, 1787. It went into effect a year later when New Hampshire became the ninth state to ratify it.
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